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ALBERT SPEAR HITCHCOCK (1865–1935)
THE WORLD’S LEADING AGROSTOLOGIST
James P. Smith, Jr.
Professor Emeritus of Botany
Department of Biological Sciences
Humboldt State University
Arcata, California
17 February 2018
Albert Spear Hitchcock was born in Michigan in 1865, grew up in Kansas and Nebraska, and went to Iowa State
Agricultural College (now Iowa State University), where he graduated in 1884 at the ripe old age of 19.   While
there he studied under the eminent American botanist, Charles Edwin Bessey. He was then a faculty or staff
member at Iowa State, the State University of Iowa, the Missouri Botanical Garden, Washington University, and
Kansas State Agricultural College (now Kansas State University). In 1901 he moved to Washington, D. C. as the
Assistant Chief of the Division of Agrostology in the U. S. Department of Agriculture. He would spend the
remainder of his career working there, becoming the head of the grass collection of the United States National
Herbarium, and one of this country’s most respected systematic botanists. His office was in the old “Castle” of
the Smithsonian Institution. During his career, Hitchcock and his colleague Agnes Chase would create the world’s
largest collection of grass specimens. Willis Lynn Jepson, the distinguished University of California botanist, once
inscribed a book to Hitchcock, calling him an “eager explorer, far-seeing botanist, and wise promoter of scientific
research in America.” Hitchcock died in 1935, on board a ship returning from an International Botanical Congress
in Europe. At the time, he was considered to be the world’s leading agrostologist.
Hitchcock was the author of more than 250 books and scientific papers. His best known work, the ” Manual of the
Grasses of the United States,” was published only months before his death. The first printing sold out in a matter
of weeks. The U. S. Government Printing Office finally had to give up on reprinting the second edition because
the plates had worn out! The comprehensive nature of the work, its keys and illustrations (many by Agnes
Chase), made it the “Bible” for people of my generation who needed to know about grasses. Its system of
subfamilies and tribes, and the names of individual grasses, would dominate regional and state floras for decades.
It was the required “lab manual” during my many years of teaching agrostology at Humboldt State. 
Hitchcock was an avid field botanist. He visited every state and a number of foreign countries. During his career he made about
25,000 numbered collections. His field notebooks are held in the Smithsonian Institution’s archives. On one trip, he walked 242
miles in 24 days collecting into a wheel barrow that he modified for the purpose. He would take a train, get off in the middle of
nowhere because it looked like a good grass stop, collect, and then get back on a train to take him home. 
He was a recognized expert on plant nomenclature and an early proponent of an international code of plant nomenclature and
advocate of the use of type specimens when describing a new species. He was the father of the Index Herbariorum, an
international directory of plant collections, their staffs, and holdings. He was also concerned about the destruction of tropical rain
forests. He was directly responsible for saving Barro Colorado Island in Panama as a biological preserve.
TIMELINE
1865   Born in Owasso, Michigan (4 September)
1884   Graduates from Iowa State Agricultural College with B. S. in Agriculture
1886   Awarded M. S. degree at Iowa State
1886   Appointed Instructor in Chemistry at the State University in Iowa City(until 1889)
1889   Appointed Curator at the Missouri Botanical Garden (until 1891)
1890   Marries Rania Dailey in Ames, Iowa, with whom he had five children
1890   First major collecting trip (to the West Indies) with J. T. Rothrock of the Univ. of Pennsylvania
1892   Appointed Professor of Botany at Kansas State Agricultural College (until 1901)
1901   Appointed Assistant Chief of the Division of Agrostology in Washington, D. C.
1905   Promoted to Systematic Agrostologist and Custodian of the Grass Herbarium at the U. S. National Museum
1907   Trip to Europe and Russia to find types of American grasses
1912   Appointed Custodian of Grasses (without compensation) at the U. S. National Museum 
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1914   Elected to the Washington Biologists’ Field Club (–>1935)
1914   Elected President of the newly founded Botanical Society of America
1928   Promoted to Principal Botanist in charge of Systematic Agrostology in the U. S. D. A.
1920   Becomes Chair of Executive Committee of Institute for Research in Tropical America (–> 1926)
1929   Delivers paper on “Grasses in Relation to Man” in South Africa
1934   Awarded honorary Doctor of Science by Kansas State University
1935    Dies of a heart attack aboard the S. S. City of Norfolk, returning from Europe (16 December)
HITCHCOCK QUOTES
“Although grasses have so important a place in the life of mankind... they
are the least noticed of the flowering plants. They seem to be taken for
granted, like air and sunlight, and the general run of people never give
them a thought. Many do not even know that grasses are flowering
plants.”
“Grasses have been so successful in the struggle for existence that they
have a wider range than any other family, occupying all parts of the earth,
and exceeding any other in the number of individuals.”
PUBLICATIONS
1891. A catalogue of the Anthophyta and Pteridophyta
of Ames, Iowa. St. Louis Acad. Sci. 5(3): 477-532.
1893. Key to Kansas trees in their winter condition.
1894. A key to the genera of Manhattan plants, based
upon fruit characters.... Mercury Publ. Manhattan, KS.
35 pp.
1894. A key to the spring flora of Manhattan....
Mercury Publ. Manhattan, KS. 35 pp.
1896. The grasses of Kansas. Trans. Kansas Acad. Sci.
14: 135-149.
1896. Hitchcock, A. S. & J. B. S. Norton. Corn smut.
Bull. No. 62. Experimental Stat. Kansas State Agric.
College. Manhattan. Pp.169-212.
1899. Hitchcock, A. S. & G. L. Clothier. Native agri-
cultural grasses of Kansas. Hitchcock, A. S. Kansas
Exp. Stat. Bull. 87: 1-29.
1903. North American species of Leptochloa. U. S.
Dept. Agric. Bull. No. 33. 24 pp. + 6 plates.
1903. A note on nomenclature. Science 17(438): 827,
828.
1904. Controlling sand dunes in the United States and
Europe. Natl. Geogr. Mag. XV(1): 43-47.
1905. North American species of Agrostis. U. S. Dept.
Agric. Bull. No. 68. 68 pp.
1905. The identification of Walter's grasses. Ann. Rep.
Missouri Bot. Gard. 16: 31-56.
1905. Nomenclatural type specimens of plant species.
Science 21(543): 828-832.
1906. Notes on North American grasses. VI. Synopsis
of Tripsacum. Bot. Gaz. 41: 294-298.
1908. Types of American grasses: a study of the
American species of grasses described by Linnaeus,
Gronovius, Sloane, Swartz, and Michaux. Contr. U. S.
Natl. Herb. 12(3): 113-158.
1908. Gramineae. In, Robinson, B. L. & M. L. Fernald.
Gray’s new manual of botany. A handbook of the
flowering plants and ferns of the central and north
eastern United States and adjacent Canada. Seventh
edition. American Book Co. Pp. 86-171.
1909. Catalogue of the grasses of Cuba. Contr. U. S.
Natl. Herb. 12(6): 183-258.
1909. Hitchcock, A. S. & A. Chase. Directions for
preparing herbarium specimens of grasses. U. S.
Dept. Agric. Bureau Plant Industry Circular No. 442. 4
pp.
1910. Hitchcock, A. S. & A. Chase. The North
American species of Panicum. Contr. U. S. Natl. Herb.
15: 1-396.
1911. Type of the genus Panicum. Rhodora 13(152):
173-176.
1911. Additions to the grasses of Cuba. Bot. Gaz. Pp.
300-302.
1912. Recent work in systematic agrostology. Science
36(916): 86-90.
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1912. Gramineae. In, Jepson, W. L. A flora of
California. Associated Students Store. I: 82-189. 
1913. Mexican grasses in the United States National
Herbarium. Contr. U. S. Natl. Herb. 17(3): 181-389.
1914. A text-book of grasses with special reference to
the economic species of the United States. Macmillan
Co. New York, NY. 276 pp.
1915. New or noteworthy grasses. American J. Bot. 2:
299-310.
1915. Hitchcock, A. S. & A. Chase. Tropical North
American species of Panicum. Contr. U. S. Natl. Herb.
17(6): 459-539.
1915. Nash, G. V. & A. S. Hitchcock. Poaceae. North
American Flora 17(3): 197-288.
1916. The scope and relations of taxonomic botany.
Science 43(1106): 331-342.
1917. Hitchcock, A. S. & A. Chase. Grasses of the
West Indies. Contr. U. S. Natl. Herb. 18(7): 261-471.
1917. Taxonomic botany and the Washington botanist.
J. Wadhington Acad. Sci. 7(9): 251-263.
1918. Generic types with special reference to the
grasses of the United States. American J. Bot. 5: 248-
253.
1919. A botanical trip to Mexico. Sci. Monthly 8: 129-
145; 216-238.
1919. History of the Mexican grass, Ixophorus
unisetus. J. Washington Acad. Sci. 9(18): 546-551.
1919. Hitchcock, A. S. & P. C. Standley. Flora of he
District of Columbia and vicinity. Contr. U. S. Natl.
Herbarium 21: 1-329.
1920. The genera of grasses of the United States with
special reference to the economic species. U. S. Dept.
Agric. Bull. No. 772. 307 pp.
1920. North American species of Ichnanthus. Contr. U.
S. Natl. Herb. 22(1): 1-11 + 9 plates.
1920. North American species of Lasiacis. Contr. U. S.
Natl. Herb. 22(1): 13-31 + 15 plates.
1920. North American species of Isachne. Contr. U. S.
Natl. Herb. 22(3): 115-121 + 8 plates.
1920. North American species of Oplismenus. Contr.
U. S. Natl. Herb. 22(3): 123-132.
1920. North American species of Echinochloa. Contr.
U. S. Natl. Herb. 22(3): 133-153.
1920. North American species of Chaetochloa. Contr.
U. S. Natl. Herb. 22(3): 155-208.
1921. A manual of farm grasses. Publ. by the author.
Washington, D. C. 175 pp.
1921. The type concept in systematic botany.
American J. Bot. 8(5): 251-255.
1922. Grasses of British Guiana. Contr. U. S. Natl.
Herb. 22(6): 439-515.
1922. The grasses of Hawaii. Mem. Bernice P. Bishop
Mus. 8(3): 101-230.
1923. Poaceae. In, Abrams, L. R. An illustrated flora
of the Pacific states. 1: 103-255.
1923. Dissanthelium, an American genus of grasses.
J. Washington Acad. Sci. 13: 223-225.
1923. Type species of the first 100 genera of
Linnaeus’ Species Plantarum. American J. Bot. 10(9):
510-514.
1924. The North American species of Aristida. Contr.
U. S. Natl. Herb. 22(7): 517-586.
1924. Remarks on the scientific attitude. Science
59(1535): 476, 477.
1925. The North American species of Stipa. Contr. U.
S. Natl. Herb. 24(7): 215-262.
1925. Synopsis of the South American species of
Stipa. Contr. U. S. Natl. Herb. 24(7): 215-289.
1925. Gramineae. In, Jepson, W. L. A manual of the
flowering plants of California. Revised by A. Chase.
Univ. California Press. Berkeley. Pp. 72-144.
1925. Methods of descriptive systematic botany. John
Wiley & Sons. New York, NY. 216 pp.
1925. Botanizing in Bolivia. Scientific Monthly 20(2):
163-175.
1926. A basis for agreement on nomenclature at the
Ithaca Congress. American J. Bot. 13(5): 291-300.
1926. Eragrostis hypnoides and E. reptans. Rhodora
28(331): 113-115.
1927. The grasses of Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia. Contr.
U. S. Natl. Herb. 24(8): 291-556.
1927. New species of grasses from Central America.
Proc. Biol. Soc. Washington 40: 82, 83.
1927. Conservation of the names of the grass genera.
American J. Bot. 14: 526-531.
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1927. The validity of the grass genus Digitaria.
Rhodora 29: 114-116.
1927. How the taxonomists may utilize the
International Committee on Nomenclature. Science
65(1687): 412-415.
1928. New species of grasses from the United States.
Proc. Biol. Soc. Washington 41: 157-164.
1929. Grasses of Canton and vicinity. Lingman Sci. J.
7: 177-265.
1929. The relation of grasses to man. South Africa J.
Sci. 26: 133-138.
1930. The grasses of Central America. Contr. U. S.
Natl. Herb. 24(9): 557-762.
1930. Four new grasses. J. Washington Acad. Sci. 20:
381-384.
1930. Fifteen new species of grasses, six from Africa,
nine from China. Proc. Biol. Soc. Washington 43: 89-
96.
1930. Hitchcock, A. S. & M. L. Green. Standard-
species of Linnean genera of Phanerogamae. Int. Bot.
Congress. Cambridge, England. Pp. 110-199.
1930. A botanical trip to South and East Africa.
Scientific Monthly 31(6); 481-507.
1931. Poaceae. North America Flora 17(4): 289-354.
1931. Field work for the local botanist. Published by
the author. Washington, D. C. 58 pp.
1931. & A. Chase. Grass. In, Abbot, C. G. (editor). Old
and new plant lore. Smithsonian Scientific Series. 11:
201-250.
1932. The grasses of the Muhlenberg herbarium.
Bartonia 14: 27-52.
1933. New grasses from Kashmir. J. Washington Acad.
Sci. 23(3): 134-136.
1933. New species and new names of grasses from
Texas. J. Washington Acad. Sci. 23(10): 449-456.
1933. Poaceae. In, Small, J. K. Manual of the
southeastern flora. Univ. North Carolina Press. Pp. 30-
139.
1934. Location of type specimens. Mimeographed.
Smithsonian Inst. Washington, D. C. 19 pp.
1934. New species, and changes in nomenclature of
grasses of the United States. America. J. Bot. 21(3):
127-139.
1935. Grasses, what they are and where they live.
Ann. Rep. Smithsonian Inst. 1934: 297-312.
1935. Poaceae. North American Flora 17(5): 355-418;
17(6): 419-482.
1935. Location of type specimens. Mimeographed.
Smithsonian Inst. Washington, D. C. 28 pp.
1935. Manual of the grasses of the United States. U.
S. Dept. Agric. Misc. Publ. No. 200. 1040 pp.
1935. Gramineae. In, Christophersen, E. Flowering
plants of Samoa. Bull. 128 Bernice P. Bishop Museum.
Honolulu, HI. Pp. 6-15.
1936. The genera of grasses of the United States with
special reference to the economic species. Revised
edition by A. Chase. U. S. Dept. Agric. Bull. No. 772.
302 pp.
1936. Manual of the grasses of the West Indies. U. S.
Dept. Agric. Misc. Publ. No. 243. 439 pp.
1937. Poaceae. North American Flora 17(7): 483-542.
1939. Hitchcock, A. S., J. R. Swallen, & A. Chase.
Poaceae. North American Flora 17(8): 543-638.
1951. Manual of the grasses of the United States.
Revised edition by A. Chase. U. S. Dept. Agric. Misc.
Publ. No. 200. 1051 pp.
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